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Buying fair trade goods is not about giving to a good cause. When 
consumers buy a fair trade product they 
are investing in someone who has a 
skill, but who may have no other source 
of income. For farmers, getting an 
honest price for their time, effort and 
investment means they can invest in 
next season’s crop. They can buy books, 
send their children to school and pay 
for basic medical services. Technology 
has helped the spread of fair trade by 
promoting the concept to consumers 
and involving more small-scale 
producers.
ICTs, and mobile phones in 
particular, have also helped some fair 
trade organizations to increase 
efficiency in the supply and delivery of 
goods. The Alternative Trading Network 
in Nigeria reports that it has saved as 
much as 20% in transportation costs 
simply by using mobile phones to 
coordinate distribution efforts. Farmers 
give up-to-date information on the 
quantities of products to be picked up 
and truck drivers can call ahead to 
report any delays they encounter on the 
road.
Linking Local Learners (LLL) uses 
mobile phones in a similar way as part 
of its marketing method now in use in 
in East Africa. The system also 
combines mobile phone communication 
with an information sharing network 
on the web which tries to include 
everyone involved in the process of 
taking goods from the farm to market, 
from farmer to buyer and transporter, 
up to retailer, warehouser and 
distributor. This is the so-called supply 
chain, and LLL encourages all those 
who participate in it to share 
information on their role in bringing 
goods to the consumer. By disclosing 
details such as market prices, transport 
costs and retail value, the supply 
process becomes more transparent, 
promotes trust and creates mutual 
understanding among the traders.
An important aspect of LLL is that 
people from different networks, 
operating in other supply chains, or 
even in neighbouring countries, can 
also share information. A farmer in 
Tanzania with information on 
improving the quality of grain supplies, 
for example, could give tips via the 
website to a wheat grower in Kenya. 
Through this exchange of information 
and ideas, everyone in the supply chain 
can learn from each other about new 
and efficient methods of working 
together. Some networks using the 
method have already made huge 
savings, in some cases up to 50% of 
their previous operating costs. The extra 
money is passed along the chain to give 
everyone a better and much fairer deal.
The next step for those using the LLL 
method is to use TradeNet to find new 
buyers and get better prices for their 
products. Farmers who already use the 
service can get current market prices 
sent to their mobile phones but, more 
importantly, buyers looking for a 
particular commodity can contact 
producers directly, wherever they are in 
the world. The website also has the 
latest market news and prices and has a 
facility to show price changes of 
products over the last year. Members 
can sign up for free to create an online 
network and can even build their own 
website.
But fair trade also helps communities, 
not just the individual producers. In 
Swaziland, artisans from Gone Rural 
have used their increased income from 
selling fair trade handcrafts to invest in 
local small-business ventures. One 
woman, Zodwa Ngcamphalala, used her 
profits to start a solar powered mobile 
phone charging system in an area of 
the country where there are no other 
electricity sources and where mobile 
phones are the only means of long-
distance communication. Her 
involvement in fair trade has now 
helped to expand the use of technology 
by the people in her village and the 
surrounding area. 
The main purpose of fair trade is to 
give small-scale producers in 
developing countries a reasonable, 
honest price for their products. In 
2007 global sales of fair trade 
merchandise increased by 47%, 
making it a US$3 billion a year 
industry. An estimated 1.5 million 
producers from more than 60 
developing countries are now 
benefiting from this swiftly growing 
market. Technology is helping to 
transform the supply process, making 
further savings that can be passed on 
to producers. Hopefully, as internet 
and mobile phone coverage spreads 
throughout rural areas of ACP 
countries, more and more farmers will 
be able to get involved and finally get 
the fair deal they deserve. ■
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I first heard about fair trade in February 1992 when I was working 
for the Nigerian ministry of tourism. I 
had been studying the handicrafts 
sector and, as I was in charge of rural 
tourism, I organized a trip for a group 
of tourists to visit some traditional 
artisans. The group turned out not to 
be tourists, but people who wanted to 
introduce more Nigerian crafts 
producers to the fair trade market. 
From there I discovered more about 
the principles of fair trade, which 
ensure, among other things, that 
producers get a fair price, access to 
markets, safe and healthy working 
conditions and investment in skills 
training and community development. 
These were principles that I strongly 
believed in and, since that first trip, 
fair trade is now a major part of my 
life.
These days I work with more than 
120 farmers’ cooperatives and 
producer associations from all over 
with them very easily using mobile 
phones. We can quickly give order and 
delivery information, or source specific 
products from suppliers. 
Rapid communication and up-to-
date information saves us a lot of 
money because the distances involved 
when collecting from our suppliers 
means a lot of road and even air 
travel. We were taking a big risk 
before when we sent a truck out to a 
community only to find that for one 
reason or another there was no 
merchandise to pick up. Now 
producers can call us and let us know 
exactly when their goods will be ready, 
meaning that the stock gets to the 
market on time and there are no 
unnecessary journeys.
Another way in which mobile 
phones help us is when buyers ask us 
for samples. It used to take a long time 
to send someone out to collect 
samples. But nowadays, even in areas 
where there is no electricity or 
computers, we can ask our producers 
to take a photo of their products with 
their mobile phones – so many of 
them now come with cameras – and 
from there we can quickly send an 
image to the buyer. This really helps 
our marketing process and speeds up 
communication between us, the buyers 
and the producers. 
The way things are going I am very 
optimistic about the growth of fair 
trade around the world. It will 
continue to benefit a growing number 
of producers. Unfortunately, I don’t 
think fair trade will be available to 
100% of developing world producers, 
simply because there are many 
communities that are not yet even 
aware of fair trade. This will improve 
with the spread of the internet and, 
more especially, with mobile phones. 
These types of ICTs can really help 
to spread information and boost 
communication so that one day, even 
communities in the most remote areas 
will hear about fair trade and be able 
to participate in it. I’m very optimistic 
about that, but access to electricity will 
remain an issue for many people in 
rural areas for years to come. That 
might ultimately prove to be the main 
limiting factor in the spread of 
technology in ACP countries. ■
Semshak Gompil 
(sgompil@fairtradenigeria.org) is 
executive director of Alternative Trade 
Network Nigeria (www.fairtradenigeria.
org) and a board member of the 
Cooperation for Fair Trade Africa 
(www.cofta.org) 
Nigeria. Some of these groups have 
more than 200 members while others 
have only a few. Many of the farmers 
and artisans are very talented and 
have learned their skills from their 
parents and grandparents. Previously, 
they had to deal with middlemen who 
often gave them a very low price. 
Fair trade, however, gives small-
scale producers, many of whom are 
living in rural areas, direct access to a 
lucrative market, helping them to 
secure an income and escape poverty. 
Fair trade ensures that the farmers and 
their communities benefit from the 
proceeds that come from selling their 
produce, putting them in a stronger 
negotiating position and making them 
less vulnerable to unscrupulous 
traders.
Internet and mobile phone 
technology will help open up new 
markets to small-scale producers. They 
will certainly benefit from internet 
marketing as the coverage of the 
internet spreads and connection speeds 
improve in towns and villages 
throughout all ACP countries. 
Producers will be able to advertise 
their products and reach consumers 
directly via online shops. It will take a 
long time, however, before many of 
our farmers’ associations and 
cooperatives have direct access to 
computer and internet technology, but 
there are a lot of organizations – our 
own included – that help to promote 
fair trade and the sale of fair trade 
products over the internet. 
Expenses spared
At the moment mobile phones are 
proving to be very useful for helping 
to make our supply process more 
efficient. Communicating by mobile 
phone has saved us more than 20% on 
our overhead costs. We save on 
transportation costs, by not sending 
people out to the producers and by 
arranging for products to be delivered 
to our warehouse. Almost all of 
Nigeria has mobile phone coverage 
and there is almost always someone in 
the community who has access to a 
mobile phone. The producer 
communities we work with are often 
in very remote areas, far from our 
office, but we can now communicate 
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Farmers often complain about the low prices they get for their goods. 
In fact, many feel cheated by the 
middlemen who buy their products, 
especially when they see the prices 
retailers ask for their tomatoes, oranges 
or bananas in the market. These 
middlemen, meanwhile, complain 
about the poor quality of goods the 
farmers supply and the retailers 
grumble that the stock arrives too late 
to fetch the best price.
With everyone so unhappy about 
how business is done, farmers and 
traders in Tanzania, Uganda and Kenya 
are now trying a different way of 
working together. In fact, the Linking 
Local Learners (LLL) method tries to 
include all those involved in the supply 
chain and encourages them to learn 
from each other. That is, everyone 
involved in the process of bringing 
goods from the farm to the market: 
farmers, buyers, transporters, traders 
and retailers. They are all asked to 
share market information and form a 
network in which each business can 
learn from the others to develop a 
better system of communication.
Anyone involved in the scheme in 
each of the three countries can use the 
LLL website to post their experiences 
and give advice. Farmers in Kenya, for 
example, can learn how to gather the 
latest market prices from retailers in 
Tanzania, while buyers in Uganda can 
share information on how to organize 
efficient transport systems. 
Through this exchange of ideas and 
experiences, and by adapting to a new 
style of marketing, some farmers are 
now earning two or even three times 
more than they were previously. 
Traders, transporters and retailers also 
get a better, fairer deal. But the extra 
income does not come from raising 
prices and asking the customer to pay 
more. Instead, the extra money comes 
from making the supply chain more 
efficient.
Savings
Money gets lost, for example, every 
time a middleman pays people to go 
through sacks of grain to remove 
stones. The middleman then has to 
recover that cost so he gives the farmer 
a lower price. But if the farmer supplies 
the sack of grain already without 
stones then the middleman wouldn’t 
have that extra expense. Transporters 
also complain that it takes several trips 
to the farms to collect a full truckload. 
The unnecessary journeys push up the 
transporter’s costs, which they then 
pass on to the middleman. The food 
processing businesses argue that the 
goods are of such poor quality when 
they arrive off the trucks that they 
have to dispose of a large amount of it. 
These losses mean the processor can’t 
pay the transporter a fair price and, in 
turn, the price to the retailer is higher 
than it needs to be. 
Eventually, all these losses are passed 
on to the consumer who pays a higher 
price for the product, but it starts with 
the farmer receiving a lower price in 
the first place because the buyer has to 
cover the costs he loses through these 
inefficiencies.
Under the LLL system, all those 
involved in the supply chain are 
encouraged to communicate regularly 
with each other. Using the SMS (short 
message service) facility on their 
mobile phones, all the members of the 
network can keep each other informed 
on the progress of goods along the 
chain. The farmer, for example, can tell 
the transporter how many sacks of 
grain need to be picked up. The trading 
agent can confirm that the quality is 
up to standard and inform the retailer 
of how many sacks to expect. And if 
there are any problems along the road, 
the transporter can send a message to 
the farmers to give accurate pick up 
times. The main advantage of using 
SMS is that the information can be 
updated rapidly, meaning that all those 
along the chain can plan and adapt to 
any changes in the process accordingly. 
For many farmers the LLL approach 
is a complete reversal of how they used 
to operate. Previously, the farmers 
would produce 10 sacks of grain, for 
example, then look for a buyer. This, 
says Clive Lightfoot, project leader at 
Linking Local Learners, is the wrong way 
to market any product. ‘It is much 
more efficient to look for people who 
want to buy grain and find out how 
much they need before the farmers 
even sow the seeds. Big buyers want to 
have their supplies locked up a season 
ahead to be comfortable that they will 
get what they need at harvesting time.’ 
With early agreements already in place 
the farmers can plan and grow produce 
to meet demand rather than hoping 
that there will be enough buyers 
paying the right price once all the 
fields have been harvested. 
But, says Lightfoot, it takes an 
extensive information network to be 
able to find the buyers and match them 
with the right farmers who will deliver 
the amounts and quality of produce 
needed. ‘It’s not enough to just put the 
information on the internet and hope 
someone finds it. It’s also not enough 
to send out a few text messages. You 
have to combine the technology with 
human effort. People have to be at the 
truck to check that the bag is actually 
there, sacks have to be labelled and 
tagged. It’s also this human side, 
especially building trust, that is one of 
the biggest challenges in the process.’
Organization
Small-scale farmers, even those with 
only a one-acre field, can benefit from 
this approach to marketing. However, 
as it is so difficult for many rural 
growers to access to mobile phones and 
Tightening up the chain
Using the internet and mobile phones, farmers in East Africa learn to work more 
effi ciently with the traders who buy their goods. The Linking Local Learners method of 
learning explores how farmers can access market information and get a fairer deal.
Feature
Dr Clive Lightfoot (clive.lightfoot@linkinglearners.net) is project 
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computers, Lightfoot recommends that 
they become members of a farmers’ 
association. ‘There have to be a few 
people in the farmers’ organization 
who at least have access to a mobile 
phone,’ he explains. ‘They can filter and 
then distribute market information to 
the farmers who don’t have phones or 
access to the web. But phone access is 
increasing massively in East Africa so 
there may come a time when the 
information is more widely available. 
In the, meantime, we are also linking 
up with radio stations that will be able 
to broadcast market information and 
that way help to keep everyone 
informed and increase transparency.’
And it is this issue of transparency 
that is so important to getting a fairer 
deal for farmers. It means that all the 
members of the supply chain have to 
be open about how much money 
changes hands at each stage of the 
process. ‘If the farmers and other 
members of the supply chain can easily 
find out how much everybody is 
paying for the products, it allows 
everyone in the supply chain to decide 
what would be a fair price for them. 
Fair trade is then defined by the 
players in the chain rather than some 
external entity that determines whether 
the transaction is fair or not. The 
farmers make an informed decision; 
they decide to sell their goods for a 
certain price because they know how 
much the next person will sell that 
same product further along the chain.’
One important step in bringing about 
this openness is to create a network of 
trading agencies. These agencies are 
small independent businesses, usually 
operated by only one person who, in 
many instances, would have previously 
been the middleman, or trader, who 
still deals directly with the farmer. In 
turn, the trade agent works closely with 
another business, called a market 
access company (MAC) which operates 
on a slightly larger scale at district 
level and probably deals with several 
agents in their area. ‘It makes sense to 
involve the people who are already 
doing this work ,’ says Lightfoot, ‘and 
to encourage them to reform the 
marketing process and make it much 
more efficient, transparent and fairer. 
We are introducing trust to the process 
and the technology that makes it 
possible.’
Trading agents and staff from the 
MAC use information on the LLL 
website to learn how to deal with the 
other businesses and members of the 
supply chain. The website can also help 
farmers’ groups learn how to be better 
clients in this new marketing process. 
There are usually a few members in 
any farmers’ organization with an 
email address and internet access who 
are able to post their experiences and 
advice from the farmers from their 
group on the site. 
‘Often the farmers’ groups get 
support from a local government 
officer,’ adds Lightfoot, ‘or someone 
from an NGO who can help them to 
write up their ideas, post them on the 
web and print out the stories from 
others. Internet access at district level 
in rural Africa is moving very fast and 
there is always someone in the farmers’ 
group who can get to a town where 
there is an internet connection.’
Paper trail
Because the information is spread by 
the farmers’ groups or the local trade 
agent, there is no need for each 
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The time taken to remove stones and other 
contaminants before milling is another cost that 
is passed on to farmers.
Linking Local Learners
The LLL website contains information and 
interviews illustrating how improved 
efficiency and transparency can transform 
market supply chains. The site also 
features videos and stories from people 
involved with the scheme.
➜ www.linkinglearners.net
First Mile project
The First Mile Project is about how small 
farmers, traders, processors and others 
from poor rural areas learn to build 
market chains linking producers to 
consumers. The project encourages people 
in isolated rural communities to use 
mobile phones, email and the internet to 
share their experiences and good practices 
and learn from one another.
➜www.ifad.org/rural/firstmile
Agricultural Marketing System 
Development Programme 
AMSDP assists the Tanzanian government 
in reforming agricultural marketing by 
improving rural markets and helping 
smallholders to operate more effectively 
in the marketplace.
➜ www.amsdp.org
computer or even a mobile phone. 
‘The first link in this communication 
chain is still a piece of paper on 
which a farmer has written his 
experience. A trade agent, NGO 
worker or extension officer will type 
up the story and post it on the web. A 
trade agent elsewhere might see this 
story, print it out and distribute it to 
the farmers in their area.’
Although the process of 
communicating these stories often 
starts and ends with a piece of paper, 
that too, says Lightfoot, is changing 
rapidly. ‘Many trade agents now have 
laptops with internet access via 
mobile phone modems. That’s taking 
email to any place where there is a 
cell phone signal and that coverage is 
expanding rapidly. We’re also 
building a mobile phone alert so that 
people involved in the scheme will 
get an alert on their mobile phone 
when there is a new story on the 
website on a relevant topic. An SMS 
alert means the farmer or trade agent 
only has to check the website when 
there is something new of interest and 
doesn’t have to waste time and money 
logging on to the website if it is not 
necessary.’
Lightfoot makes it clear that the 
improvements to the supply chain and 
the increases in farmers’ income could 
not have happened without the 
technology. ‘None of this would have 
been possible five years ago. In fact, 
the farmers in the area around the 
Related
resources
town of Babati in Tanzania managed 
to make an extra US$1.3 million 
available simply by making the 
process more efficient. That’s a lot of 
money to be shared by a group of 
small-scale farmers just by improving 
the efficiency of the work they have 
been doing all along.’
The money saved from a more 
efficient marketing system can be 
passed along to everyone in the 
supply chain. And when that system is 
transparent, with price and cost 
information available to everyone, 
then farmers are in a better position to 
understand why the buyer offers them 
a certain price and decide whether 
that amount is fair or not.
‘Fair trade is something that should 
be determined by those involved in 
the supply chain,’ says Lightfoot. ‘The 
market access companies, who are 
independent and not directly involved 
in the chain, act as brokers for all the 
parties. Fair trading only starts when 
everybody recognizes the value of the 
product as it moves along the chain.’
It is not only the farmers who 
benefit from better prices and a fairer 
deal. The savings that result from a 
more efficient system can also be 
passed on to the consumer. At a time 
when commodity prices are increasing 
all around the world, the LLL mix of 
technology and marketing reform 
might just help to ease the burden of 
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Zodwa’s solar powered 
cell phone charging 
system
Zodwa Ngcamphalala is 30 years old and lives in the drought-stricken 
Tibane area of Swaziland. Every day 
she walks to the Ngwavuma River to 
collect water for herself and her two 
children. Her husband works in South 
Africa and can only return home every 
second or third month. Seven years 
ago, in an effort to increase her 
family’s income, Zodwa joined a group 
of artisans working with Gone Rural, a 
company that creates employment 
opportunities for women in Swaziland 
and helps them to sell traditional 
handicrafts for a fair price.
Gone Rural has been operating in 
Swaziland since 1992. In that time the 
organization has grown from a small 
shop selling arts and crafts to tourists 
to supplying products to over 1000 
retail outlets in 32 countries across the 
world. In 2006, Gone Rural joined 
IFAT, the International Federation for 
Alternative Trade, as a producer of fair 
trade goods. Being an IFAT registered 
company gave us at Gone Rural the 
opportunity to find new customers 
from within IFAT’s network of traders 
and retailers. 
For us, fair trade offers the chance 
to improve the lives of grassroots 
producers. Gone Rural works with 
more than 700 women in 13 
communities and supports rural Swazi 
women by generating a steady income 
from selling products made with 
locally available natural materials. The 
women produce the merchandise in 
their own homes using traditional 
handicraft skills, while our 
organization provides marketing 
strategies, input on design and quality 
standards and encouragement through 
committed and compassionate 
guidance. 
Earnings
However, we quickly realized that 
providing extra income was not all the 
women, or their communities, needed. 
In 2006, Gone Rural completed a 
socio-economic survey into the living 
conditions of our female artisans. The 
findings revealed that, on average, the 
women support eight dependents, 
which usually include their husband. 
For 80% of the women, Gone Rural is 
their only source of income.
For Zodwa, this means an income 
of 100–200 South African rand 
(US$13–16) every three weeks from 
the baskets she makes. Most of her 
income is spent on food, school fees, 
clothing and other necessities. The 
basic diet of many families such as 
Zodwa’s consists only of maize 
porridge which has been made with 
unsafe water from the river. On those 
occasions when there is extra money 
available, Zodwa can buy 
‘extravagant’ grocery items, such as 
green beans and potatoes, but the 
nearest store selling these items is a 
long bus ride away from her village. 
In an attempt to address the 
nutritional requirements and other 
problems commonly faced by the 
families, we set up a non-profit sister 
organization, Gone Rural boMake. Out 
of the 1 million people living in 
Swaziland, 70% live in poverty. With 
the combination of extended drought, 
poverty and the high prevalence of 
HIV/AIDS, survival in this country is 
extremely challenging for a significant 
portion of the population. 
Homework
BoMake supports adult literacy classes 
in rural Swaziland. Approximately half 
A profi table trade
of the Gone Rural artisans have only a 
basic, primary school education and 
many of them cannot read and write. 
Such levels of illiteracy would 
normally prevent many of these 
women from creating successful micro-
enterprises from the comfort of their 
rural environments. Our model enables 
the women to undertake home-based 
work, which means they have the time 
to take care of their children. 
Although Zodwa was fortunate 
enough to complete secondary school, 
she was not able to sit her exams in 
her final year. Since then she hasn’t 
been able to follow any other course of 
study due the lack of finance and 
opportunity. But Zodwa has a strong 
basic survival instinct and a 
entrepreneurial spirit. With some of 
the money she earned from making 
fair trade baskets, Zodwa decided to 
invest in communication technology 
and start a micro-business in her 
community.
For an initial investment of around 
ZAR 1000 (US$130), Zodwa bought a 
car battery, an electric voltage 
converter and two solar panels. She 
rests the solar panels on two rubber 
boots to protect them from the hard 
stony ground and to angle their 
energy-capturing surfaces towards the 
sun. The two panels supply enough 
solar power to charge the car battery. 
This, in turn, is connected to the 
converter which changes the power 
supply from the direct current (DC) 
provided by the car battery, to an 
alternating current (AC). With this 
system Zodwa can offer cell phone 
charging services for ZAR 3 (US$0.40) 
per phone. Mobile phones are the only 
means of long-distance 
communication in the remote areas 
where Zodwa lives, where there are no 
other sources of electricity and 
telephone land lines do not yet exist.
Zodwa is now running a highly 
successful rural business. Her story is a 
great example of determination and 
entrepreneurial energy. We are proud 
to tell this story as this is our dream 
for all our artisans. There are now 
other women who have also invested 
their earnings from fair trade into 
small businesses serving their 
communities and living up to the Gone 
Rural motto of Sukumani boMake! Rise 
up, women! ■
Profi ts from fair trade products made by women in rural Swaziland go back to the 
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Sarah Bartlett (sarah@busylab.com) is the communications 
director of BusyLab (www.busylab.com), developers of TradeNet 
(www.tradenet.biz)  
Many first time visitors to Africa are surprised to see so many mobile 
phones, especially in rural areas. Even in 
the smallest villages they see numerous 
advertisements from mobile operators 
posted on trees, and villagers spending 
their hard earned money on phone 
credit. Estimates suggest that by 2010, 
half of Africa’s population will own 
mobile phones and more than 90% of 
communities will be covered by a signal. 
The power of those figures cannot be 
underestimated. But the big question 
remains: how can this access be a 
successful channel for delivering key 
information to a population whose main 
source of income is agriculture? 
Study upon study have revealed that 
access to good market information can 
increase revenues for everyone along 
the supply chain – producers, collectors, 
traders, transporters and exporters. Until 
now, it has been difficult and expensive 
to develop an affordable and efficient 
way to both collect and distribute 
relevant market information. The 
advancement of mobile networks in 
Africa has changed that, and systems 
are already in place that will help rural 
farmers get better, fairer prices for their 
efforts.
TradeNet began in 2004 as one of 
several software projects undertaken by 
Ghanaian software company, BusyLab. 
Based in Accra, BusyLab is a private 
research and development company that 
is focused on using web and mobile 
applications to promote economic 
development in Africa. Already a 
successful entrepreneur, Mark Davies set 
up the company to attract the brightest 
young developers in Ghana to start 
building innovative products. 
The initial idea was to build a simple 
Making the marketplace mobile
Through web pages and text messages TradeNet allows rural farmers to advertise their 
merchandise to an international market and fi nd the fairest price for their crops.
software program that people working 
on agricultural projects could lease and 
use to collect price information, which 
would then be redistributed using SMS 
and email. Since then, TradeNet’s 
software has been used by various 
partners who have helped the team learn 
about the realities and opportunities in 
the field. 
A great deal
Anyone in the world can visit the 
TradeNet website and search through 
more than 7000 contacts, hundreds of 
groups and up-to-date offers to buy and 
sell from all over Africa. 800,000 prices 
from hundreds of markets, spanning a 
range of time periods and countries are 
available to search and compare over 
time, and across markets and countries. 
There are also searchable news and 
library sections.
Registering on TradeNet is free. Once 
registered, users are given a personal 
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suit their own tastes and purposes. They 
can upload offers to buy and sell into 
the system, and any content they submit 
using a mobile phone is posted directly 
to their own website and is displayed for 
any visitor to see.
Because only a small percentage of its 
users will be active on the internet, 
TradeNet is an SMS service at its core. 
Users can 
•  sign up to receive weekly automatic 
SMS alerts on certain commodities in 
particular markets; 
•  upload offers to buy and sell products 
via mobile phone;
•  request current prices for a 
commodity in a country and receive 
an SMS with the information.
Anyone registered with TradeNet can 
text information to the website using a 
set of codes. Here’s how it works: A 
farmer in northern Ghana is selling 20 
tonnes of millet. The farmer texts in 
SELL MILO 20MT to TradeNet’s 
international number, and that 
information is processed by the software 
and immediately published on the 
website. The same details are also 
redistributed to every other user that has 
signed up to receive alerts on millet 
sales in Ghana. 
TradeNet has also recently developed a 
downloadable java application that 
allows anyone to easily navigate through 
a set of menus to upload or request 
prices and offers from a mobile phone 
without having to compose complicated 
codes. While users might need support to 
download the application, it will be 
much easier to navigate. 
So far, the SMS response costs have 
been subsidized by partners. Under a 
new franchise model, businesses will be 
able to charge subscription fees for the 
SMS service. 
Associations, cooperatives and 
businesses can also create a free group 
website to advertise their goods, while 
larger groups can pay for extra services. 
For example, an organized cooperative 
can send an SMS message of their 
choice to any or all of their members in 
seconds. Groups using the service have 
used this function to send out 
information on prices, offers, transport, 
weather, and best practices to their 
members’ mobile phones, thus saving 
time and money on transportation and 
phone bills. 
Another subscription level gives the 
group the ability to use TradeNet’s 
supply chain tools, where an association 
or business can identify the farmers and 
the commodities that their group is 
interested in and set up a checklist of 
harvest activities to track. Farm leaders 
then text in activities, and any activities 
that miss deadlines can get SMS 
reminders, helping group hosts to track 
crop activities and predict yields. These 
supply chain tools have been created in 
an effort to make the markets more 
dependable and accessible to local 
buyers and exporters. 
Increasing support 
Larger traders have been the early 
individual adopters of TradeNet, and 
throughout West Africa there have been 
success stories of traders finding larger 
markets, better deals and truly taking 
advantage of the connections that can 
be made with this new technology. 
Generally, larger traders have been more 
able to adopt the technology because of 
their access, their higher education 
levels and the sheer capital they have to 
make deals with new buyers and sellers 
without having to work on a credit 
basis. 
Your own market group in 3 easy steps:
Small groups and associations can use the basic group 
feature on TradeNet free of charge to advertise their 
products and share their message. Here’s how:
1) Visit www.tradenet.biz to register. 
2)  Follow the link to ‘groups’ and under ‘create a new 
group now’ enter the group name you want and the 
language you want the site to be in.
3)  Configure the site to your liking; it is straightforward 
and simple to do. Choose colours, add pictures and 
fill in the contact information, about us, mission and 
services modules to share with a global audience. 
You can invite members to join after they are 
registered users of TradeNet as well. 
One of those traders is Issa Keita of 
Bamako, Mali, who has said that 
before TradeNet, he often received 
inquiries about his commodities, but 
found that few people were able to 
come up with the capital to follow 
through with a deal. With TradeNet, 
he found able buyers in West Africa 
and Europe responding to the offers 
he posted. 
When it comes to reaching small-
scale producers, the challenges of 
access and literacy remain 
substantial. With experience gained 
by partners and pilot projects run by 
TradeNet in Ghana, it has become 
clear that strong distribution 
networks are needed to deliver 
relevant information to everyone 
along the supply chain, especially 
rural farmers. This means creating 
networks to upload the data and 
training village operators to provide 
support. Without this local support, it 
is not clear that small-scale producers 
will adopt TradeNet and actually 
receive the information they need to 
make better business decisions or 
increase their revenues, as Issa and 
other traders have done.  
With its partners, TradeNet has 
plans to create such networks and try 
to reach everyone along the supply 
chain, no matter how remote they 
are, with relevant market information 
delivered via mobile phones. If 
deployed properly, millions of people 
who depend on agriculture as their 
main source of income could be 
receiving SMS messages that can 
help them do better business and get 
a fairer deal. A decade ago, the 
distribution of information at such a 
scale in the developing world would 
have seemed impossible. But today it 




























Because this is a web address it will 
not accept spaces in the text, but if 
necessary separate words with an 
underscore (_).
On the right-hand side of this same 
page you will see an example of a 
template that will determine the basic 
look of your online store. At this 
stage you can choose between three 
simple templates, but you can also 
change this later if you prefer another 
look. Make your choice and click 
‘continue’.
Choose a shipping agent
The website offers the choice of using 
one of three delivery companies: 
United Parcel Service (UPS), FedEx 
and the United States Postal Service. 
UPS and FedEx both provide 
international delivery and collection 
services. Choose the one that is most 
familiar to you and has an office in 
your area and click ‘continue’ or skip 
this step for now by clicking ‘I’ll do it 
later’.
Methods of payment
Customers visiting your Fastcommerce 
store will have to pay for the goods 
by credit card. It is also possible to 
Setting up shop on the web
E-commerce gives small businesses 
the chance to advertise their products 
to a larger, international audience and 
to sell directly to customers. There are 
several free and inexpensive options 
available to build an online shop and 
raise the profile and business 
opportunities of a small company.
Below is a simple guide to setting up 
an online shop with two providers, 
Fastcommerce and ShopIt.
Fastcommerce 
Fastcommerce offers the opportunity 
to easily build a professional-looking 
webshop to sell products online. The 
service is free for anyone selling up to 
50 products.
Sign up
Go to www.fastcommerce.com and 
click the button ‘start now’. Fill in 
your name, company name, address, 
email address (this will be your login 
name) and a password. Click ‘submit’. 
You then have the chance to review 
these details and either ‘accept’ or 
‘modify’ them. If you are satisfied that 
the details are correct, click ‘continue’.
Choose layout and design
First, type in your store name, e.g. 
Fair Trade Crafts, and a web address 
(URL). The address will start with 
http://store.fastcommerce.com/. After 
the last forward slash (/) you can add 
your own text. Choose a name that 
will be easy for your customers to 
remember, the name of your store for 
pay using an online money transfer 
service, either PayPal or Google 
Checkout, but customers still have to 
use a credit or debit card to use these 
services, plus pay a service charge 
depending on the amount of money 
involved in the transaction. As a 
seller, you also have to sign up for 
these services to receive the money 
from them. 
If you already have a method of 
dealing with credit card payments in 
your physical store or office, then 
select the credit cards you usually 
deal with (from a choice of 
MasterCard, Visa, American Express 
or Discover Card) and select the 
option to ‘Just capture credit card 
information onto sales orders and I 
will process these transactions offline’. 
You will then be sent the payment 
information by email for you to 
process manually.
You can, however, also choose to 
have your credit card payments 
verified online by Authorize.Net, a 
third-party payment service provider. 
As a seller you will have to sign up 
and pay for this service. Payment 
depends on the level of service you 
require. There could be, for example, 
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extra fees if you want a fraud 
protection service. The advantage of 
such a service is that many customers 
feel that an automated payment 
process is more secure than sending 
credit card details by email. 
If you are unsure about which credit 
cards to accept or about the payment 
methods being offered, click ‘I’ll do it 
later’ to set up this function at 
another time, or click ‘continue’ to go 
to the next stage.
Build a catalogue
To add a product, go to ‘overview’ 
and click ‘new product’ or click on 
‘product’ and then ‘new product’. Fill 
in the details of each product, 
including a product name, price, a 
photo and weight of the item (useful 
for calculating shipping costs). There 
is also a space at the bottom of the 
page to add your own text describing 
the product, any accessories that 
might come with it and any warranty 
on the item. After you have added all 
the required information, click ‘save’. 
Add all your products, one by one, in 
this way to the catalogue.
Layout
You can change the look of the online 
catalogue at any time by clicking on 
‘storefront’. There you can change the 
template and add other pages to the 
web shop, including an ‘about us’ 
section, contact details, return policy 
and terms of sale. It is also useful to 
add ‘keywords’ in the section at the 
bottom of the page to help customers 
find your products when searching for 
them via search engines such as 
Google or Yahoo!.
When you have entered and saved all 
the information about the products 
you have for sale, click on ‘my store’ 
at the top right corner of the web 
page. A new browser window will 
open with the homepage of your 
online shop. To make changes later, 
go to the Fastcommerce website and 
log in with your email address and 
password.
A video guide to building an online 
ecommerce store with Fastcommerce
can be found at www.youtube.com/
watch?v=ab4Sx78vz8Q
ShopIt
ShopIt is a mix between an online 
marketplace and a social network. The 
service is free and is very easy to set 
up.
Sign up
Go to the ShopIt website at www.
shopit.com and click on ‘sign up’. Add 
your details, including ‘display name’, 
which should be your company or 
trading name, in the online form to 
register. Click ‘create my account’ and 
after a few moments you will be 
given a link to your online store. The 
link should look something like:
www.shopit.com/‘your display name’
You will also be a sent an email with 
instruction for activating your 
account. You can either click the long 
link in the email or go to: 
www.shopit.com/index.
php?Action=Register.ActivateUser
Enter your email address and the 
activation code given in the email. 
You will then be asked to ‘invite your 
friends to your ShopIt network’, but 
you can also skip this and add your 
contacts later. The next step is to add 
further details to your account, such 
as postal address, contact telephone 
number and a photo or logo.
Payment method
As with Fastcommerce, you can offer 
people the choice to pay with an 
online money transfer service, PayPal 
and Google Checkout, but one 
advantage with ShopIt is that 
customers can also pay by cash, 
cheque or money order, which they 
can send directly to your postal 
address.
Build a catalogue
Add the individual items you want to 
sell by filling in the details in the 
‘product information’ form (you may 
have to scroll down the page to see 
the form). For each item you will need 
to add the following details: Item 
name; transaction type (whether you 
want to sell the product, trade it or 
auction it); price; currency (note that 
no currencies from ACP countries are 
currently accepted by ShopIt); 
quantity; a picture of the item (you 
can add up to four images per item); a 
short description; a list of keywords 
to make your product easy to find 
when customers search for it online; 
and a category (e.g. arts and crafts or 
health and beauty).
When you complete the form and 
click ‘add item’, the site will show a 
preview of the product. Check that the 
details are correct and click ‘save 
items to catalog’. (Note: If you already 
sell goods on eBay you can import 
those details directly to your ShopIt 
catalogue by entering your eBay store 
name, but you first have to enable the 
eBay XML feed.)
Software
There are also a number of programs 
that you can download and use to 
build an online store. 
Quick.Cart is a freeware program that 
offers several language options and is 
quite simple to use. 
www.quickcart.com
KonaKart is free and offers many 
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What does fair trade mean to small-
scale farmers of the Kilimanjaro 
Native Cooperative Union (KNCU)? 
➜ All the farmers in our cooperative 
are small-scale farmers. Few of them 
have more than an acre of land. I 
have half an acre where I grow coffee 
along with fruit trees and vegetables. 
Our farmers produce only very small 
amounts of coffee, and of that only 
about 15–20% goes to fair trade. The 
rest is sold at auction. 
must belong to a farmers’ association. 
An individual cannot receive fair 
trade certification. Most cooperatives 
in ACP countries are not still aware 
of fair trade. Awareness is growing 
and some cooperatives learn by word 
of mouth from others who are already 
involved in fair trade. But often it is 
the buyer who approaches the 
association. If a fair trade buyer likes 
a certain product from a particular 
area then they might contact an 
association there to ask if its 
members can provide the amount and 
quality they need. 
A cooperative can also get in touch 
with another organization that is 
already involved in fair trade or they 
can contact the Africa Fairtrade 
Network who can give advice on 
what to do. Cooperatives can also 
contact the international fair trade 
organizations directly, but that 
happens only very rarely.
 
How does technology help KNCU? 
➜ Technology helps us on two levels. 
First, mobile phones are especially 
useful for getting in touch with 
buyers, finding market prices and 
being able to give the buyers accurate 
information about the quality and 
quantity of product we have for sale. 
We also use the internet and email to 
get market prices and communicate 
with buyers, to send contracts and 
exchange information on the sale. 
Second, it helps us to keep in touch 
with the farmers in the cooperative. 
For example, if we want to know how 
much coffee has been already 
collected in a particular area we 
simply call and ask for the 
information. Previously, we had to 
send someone to gather the 
information, and that takes a lot of 
time and is very costly.
Will the spread of internet and 
greater access to mobile phones help 
farmers?
➜ Yes, more farmers will be able to 
learn about fair trade and they’ll be 
able to learn techniques to increase 
yields and improve the quality of 
their crop. We also work with field 
officers who deal directly with the 
farmers, and if they encounter a 
problem but don’t know the solution 
they can call us or someone else who 
can help. That way the farmer doesn’t 
have to wait until the next field 
officer visit to find get the solution to 
the problem, which might even be too 
late. ■
Fair trade ensures that we get a 
minimum price or the market price 
for our produce, whichever is higher. 
But there is often a big difference in 
the price we get at auction and the 
price we get from fair trade. When 
market prices are low the minimum 
fair trade price can be as much as 
US$20–30 extra per bag. Fair trade 
means that the farmer receives 
enough money for his crop to cover 
his costs plus some extra to be able 
to meet living costs too.
On top of that, fair trade offers a 
premium for social and economic 
development of the farmers. Our 
cooperative receives this money and 
after meetings with the farmers we 
decide what to do with the money. 
Fair trade is about more than just 
getting a fair price for your produce. 
What are the other benefits for 
farmers? 
➜ One big advantage is that we know 
the fair trade prices long in advance. 
This allows us to plan because we 
know we will receive a certain 
income. The auction price is not 
known until auction day, and when 
coffee prices are low on the 
international market it may not even 
be enough to cover our costs. 
But we also get a lot of support 
from our fair trade partners, and 
training is particularly important. We 
get funds to help train our farmers to 
improve their yield, to convert to 
organic growing techniques and to 
improve the quality of our coffee so 
that we have more to offer to the 
market. 
You can see other differences in the 
lives of our farmers but it is difficult 
to say for sure that this is because of 
fair trade or due to other factors. But 
we do see that some of our farmers 
are now able to send their children to 
school because of the extra money 
they have. And for KNCU we are now 
able to offer scholarships to the 
children of poor farmers or for those 
whose crop yield was low and are not 
able to pay school fees. Now we can 
support them.
How can a small-scale farmer get 
involved in fair trade? 
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